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[The author writes for Business News Americas from Sao Paulo.]
The sudden rise in the polls of Roseana Sarney, Partido da Frente Liberal (PFL) pre-candidate for
this year's presidential elections, was only matched by her dramatic fall. Federal Police raided a
business owned by her and her husband and found US$570,000 in cash that could not be easily
explained. Afterward, Roseana, who recently left her post as governor of Maranhao to run in the
election, fell from being in a technical tie with poll leader Inacio Lula da Silva, pre- candidate of the
Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), to seven percentage points behind Lula. Asserting that she was set
up, Roseana threatened to withdraw her name from the presidential race unless the PFL broke its
alliance with the government, headed by President Fernando Henrique Cardoso from the Partido da
Social Democracia Brasileiro (PSDB).
Roseana and her supporters claim that the police investigation was an operation directed by former
health minister Jose Serra, the PSDB's presidential pre-candidate, who has been trailing in the polls.
PFL leaders downplayed the impact of the governing alliance's breakup. "We are not declaring war
against the government, just showing our independence," said party president Jorge Bornhausen.
But with PFL ministers and political appointees leaving their posts, legislative activity has ground
to a halt. Also, with the breakup of the elite coalition that has governed Brazil during Cardoso's two
terms in office, more political infighting could follow.
Roseana's father, former president Sen. Jose Sarney, was the most vehement. "Fernando Henrique
destroyed my daughter," he said. "Now I am going to destroy him." Given recent developments,
Brazil's presidential election is bound to be marked by accusations and character assassination,
while parties attempt to construct new alliances.
A recent ruling by the Tribunal Superior Eleitoral (TSE) on how these alliances can be made is
also having an impact. The February ruling said that political parties that make alliances at the
national level must also have alliances of the same nature at the state and municipal levels. The
ruling disrupted months of careful alliance building. A month later the court added to the ruling,
saying that if a party does not have a presidential candidate, it is free to make alliances at the local
levels as it desires. The ruling benefits or punishes parties depending on the composition of their
local and national coalitions.
Political commentators say the big winners are the PSDB and PT since they are the largest parties
with strong presidential candidates and consequently can exchange support either formally or
informally with other parties. "They dragged my name through the mud," said Roseana Having
lost her former political appeal, Roseana Sarney is in the most difficult situation. "Roseana stopped
being a new and different alternative, now she's a politician like any other," admitted one of her
campaign strategists.
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The charismatic governor's response to the scandal also left much to be desired. When national
news showed more than a million reales (the local currency) at the Linus company, owned by her
and her husband, Roseana hid from the media. Explanations by company personnel did little to
clear any doubt of wrongdoing before Roseana's husband, Jorge Murad, said the money collected
was for the governor's presidential bid. Murad, who was responsible for administrating the public
money for the governor, was forced to resign.
The damage was already done. Besides irregularities in raising campaign funds, federal prosecutors
are investigating links that Roseana and her husband might have with corruption scandals that have
surrounded the defunct Superintendencia da Amazonia (Sudam). Cases of fraud at the regional
development agency have brought down other politicians [see Notisur, 2001- 05-11, 2001-09-28] Even
though Roseana's drop in the polls appears to have bottomed out and she still retains the support of
her party, PFL leaders are contemplating bringing in a new candidate. At the top of the list is media
mogul Silvio Santos.
The latest TSE ruling also hurts the PFL, as it depends on local alliances to win seats in state and
local elections. Serra's rise to power and potential weaknesses Since it became clear that President
Cardoso supported his long-time friend and political ally to head the party ticket, Jose Serra has
received more air time and has steadily risen in the polls.
The polling firm Instituto Brasileiro de Opiniao Publica e Estatistica (IBOPE) said public support
for the former minister rose from 7% in January to 19% as of March 11. But support for the
government's candidate has slid a few points in the last week. Political commentators speculate
that accusations that Serra was behind the surprise break-in of the company linked to Roseana
Sarney might be taking a toll. "The Health Ministry, instead of treating epidemics, gives priority to
intelligence gathering and espionage," said Jose Sarney, referring to the outbreak of dengue fever.
Other leading politicians have accused Serra and his key aide Marcio Fortes, who is also general
secretary of the PSDB, of tapping telephone lines and misusing public power. Both deny the charges
as does Gen. Alberto Cardoso, who commands the Agencia Brasileira de Inteligencia Nacional
(Abin), but that did not stop Jose Sarney from requesting that the UN monitor Brazil's presidential
elections.
The allegations that Serra is coordinating behind-the- scenes machinations have even exhausted
the patience of President Cardoso. "Serra is creating many enemies and creating lots of hate," said
Cardoso. "It is horrible for campaigning and even for governing." Serra's handlers will have to work
overtime to change his image of being authoritarian and domineering. "It is public knowledge that
Serra doesn't consider the methods he uses to achieve his objectives," said PT president Jose Dirceu.

Importance of government machinery in elections
Meanwhile, with political appointees stepping down from their posts to run for election, as Brazilian
electoral law requires, Serra has been amassing power. He also stepped down as minister of health,
but he has been picking political allies to take over government ministries. With control of the
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governmental machine, Serra will be able to influence how the extra US$21 billion earmarked for
social and development projects in this year's fiscal budget is spent. The fiscal stimulus is expected
to improve the image of the government, which has had to impose strict neoliberal measures to
contain foreign financial crises like the one in Argentina and a world economic downturn. GDP
growth last year was a mere 1.51%, a result of these crises and mandatory energy rationing.
"We are going to examine the release of budget monies with a magnifying glass. It's clear they
will use the public machine to attempt to elect Serra," said Deputy Regis Cavalcanti of the Partido
Popular Socialista (PPS). Serra has the support of Brazil's largest political party, the Partido
do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB). But Jarbas Vasconcelos, PMDB governor of
Pernambuco state, turned down Serra's offer to be his running mate.
Other PMDB political heavyweights, such as Itamar Franco and Orestes Quercia, are reconsidering
their previous conflictive relations with the PSDB. Franco recently withdrew from the PMDB's
presidential bid. The PMDB's movement into the government's camp will weaken the PT's attempts
to try to persuade left-leaning members from that party to support Lula.

Lula defeats Suplicy in party elections for the nomination
The PT's perennial presidential hopeful Inacio Lula da Silva defeated Sen. Eduardo Suplicy in the
party primaries by a strong showing of 84% to 16%. But no sooner were the results released when
the party leadership was forced to distance itself from the Movimento Sem Terra (MST).
A group of MST militants invaded a house and land owned by President Cardoso's family last
month. Justice Minister Aloysio Nunes Ferreira was quick to blame the PT for the invasion, which
was broadcast throughout the nation showing MST members lounging in the family room and
breaking into the president's wine collection. PT leaders, including Lula, denounced the invasion of
the president's house but not of his land.
MST leaders downplayed the incident and the possible strains between the movement and the
PT. "No one controls the MST bases, nor do we want to control them," said Joao Pedro Stedile, the
movement's national coordinator. "Lula will have more problems explaining an alliance with the
Partido Liberal (PL) than a historical alliance with the MST," said Joao Paulo Rodrigues, who led the
MST invasion of the president's plantation.
The PT had been courting the PL to improve its radical image before the public. Even though the
PL has been voting along the same lines as the PT in Congress, many PT leaders doubt that the PL,
made up of a mix of business people, evangelicals, and others, is a good match. Tarso Genro, the
mayor of Porto Alegre who defeated Gov. Olivio Dutra in the PT primaries for the governorship of
Rio Grande do Sul, is calling for the PT not to make the alliance, as the two parties have different
programs for government. The PT must, however, garner more support for Lula, whose poll figures
gradually fell from 30% of voter intentions last December to 24% on March 18, but were back to
30% on April 1. Even though the PT maintains a healthy lead, more voters could be headed toward
support for other candidates.
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Garotinho joining the second-tier crowd Anthony Garotinho left the governor's palace of Rio de
Janeiro last month doing well in the polls. Even though Serra has crawled ahead of him by two
percentage points in the last poll by IBOPE, the pre-candidate of the Partido Socialista Brasileiro
(PSB) has inched past Roseana Sarney by one point. In fact, the race now is for second place. While
Garotinho's mix of evangelism and populism has received support from Brazil's marginalized
sectors, the pre- candidate has a lot of convincing to do before he obtains more middle-class
support.
"He embodies a populism sustained by a platform of unmeasured public expenditures, works,
and religion," says political scientist Sergio Abranches. "He only operates in the unstructured
peripheries with a refrain of 'I come to do good.'"
"Politicians with projects aimed at the excluded elements of society are called populists. I am
popular," Garotinho said in an interview with VEJA news magazine. "I know that the country's
problems will only be resolved by economic growth and development." While Garotinho has been
able to move out of single digit ratings, presidential hopeful Ciro Gomes of the Partido Popular
Socialista (PPS) has been unable to do the same.

Numerous economic and social problems persist
Sluggish economic growth this past year is one of the problems that the governing coalition will
have to face to stay in power. The latest figures released by the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia
e Estatistica (IBGE) showed that average wages have actually fallen during the past year. The
incoming administration will have to tackle long- standing social and economic inequalities while
protecting the country from foreign economic uncertainties. Another IBGE study revealed that the
government needs to invest US$34 billion to provide basic sanitation throughout the country. The
lack of proper sewerage is just one reason for the outbreak of dengue, the Achilles' heel of both
Serra and Garotinho, former governor of Rio de Janeiro, where most of the 66,000 cases, including 48
deaths, have occurred.
On top of the country's domestic concerns, the incoming administration will also have to negotiate
the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) with the US, which has been increasingly unilateral in
its international actions. The recent imposition of safeguards on steel imports by the US to protect
its local industry is just one of many issues that directly affects Brazil's competitive exports. Brazil's
presidential elections will have important repercussions not only for the country's population but on
hemispheric issues as a whole.

-- End --
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